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ABSTRACT
The right to family has been confirmed by myriad human rights
covenants and it forms an acknowledged part of migration
policies. Yet family reunification has become an increasingly
contested issue, something reflected in a recent restrictive turn in
migration policies throughout Europe. Policy reforms speak of a
growing polarity between, on the one hand, adherence to the
‘best interest of the child’ and family life, and on the other,
suspicion of fraud. This article examines these tensions via
exploration of family reunification procedures in Finland,
particularly applications sponsored by minors, thereby drawing
attention to the notion of ‘the anchor child’. Drawing on decisions
by the Administrative Court of Helsinki as well as interviews with
experts and the people concerned, the writers discuss how these
polarities are managed in practice, centring their analysis on a
quest for truth that deploys various methods, particularly DNA
analysis and oral hearings. Ultimately the article highlights an
intrinsic paradox in family reunification policies that incorporates
the aspiration to produce facts amounting to ‘immutable mobiles’
(Latour, Bruno. 1986. ‘Visualization and cognition: Thinking with
the eyes and hands.’ Knowledge and Society 6 (6): 1–40.) and the
evident weight of contingent temporalities.
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For time is the longest distance between two places. (Tennessee Williams)
‘Time is on our side’, noted a police officer dryly in an interview regarding family reuni-
fication procedures. Time was not supposed to be something that preoccupied us, either in
this interview or in our broader project, which deals with the interplay of different forms of
evidence in family reunification procedures; namely, documents, narratives in interviews
and biotechnologies, particularly DNA analysis. Yet, inevitably, different temporalities
started to dominate our analysis. The passing of time is structured by legal and adminis-
trative requirements, on the one hand, and by the precarious routes of people aspiring to
be reunited with their kin, on the other. Time is both fixed and inequitable. As the official
observed, only one side – the ‘us’ of decision-makers – stood to benefit from its passing. In
this article, we examine this reality via Finnish family reunification applications sponsored
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by minors. For these children and their families, time plays a role of particular importance.
While family reunification processes are supposed to be steered by the notion of the best
interest of the child, they are inhabited by suspicion of deceit. We examine the dynamics of
doubt and proof (Good, Berti, and Tarabout 2015) via the pejorative term ‘anchor child’,
which refers to minors who are sent to Finland to seek asylum and to eventually sponsor
family reunification applications for the remaining family members.
The definition of family members is relatively inclusive in the Finnish Aliens Act (see
Heinemann, Naue and Tapaninen 2013). In addition to the minor’s guardians, also his or
her ‘de facto guardians’, i.e. foster parents, can be eligible. Section 52 states the if the minor
has received a residence permit on the basis of compassionate grounds, his or her minor
siblings can be issued with a residence permit if the children have lived together and ‘the
parents are dead or their whereabouts are unknown’. In addition, the children do not have
to have secure means of support. Despite the liberality of the provisions, the alleged
‘anchor children’ seldom get their family members to Finland, as our article demonstrates.
Our analysis articulates the prevalence of distrust towards the applicants’ claims and illus-
trates how it is played out in the search for – and making of – reliable evidence of true
family ties.
This article focuses on the role of time in family reunification, particularly the role it
fulfils in the interplay of personal narratives and DNA analysis. Our research brings
together two incommensurate variables: the utterly abstract evidence of DNA analysis
and the actual, complicated unfolding of kinship relations over time. Here this article con-
tinues our earlier analysis on the indeterminacy of migration proceedings (Halme-Tuomi-
saari, Tapaninen, and Aunela n.d.). While migration has predominantly been studied as a
movement in space, recently the temporalities of migration have been discussed in the
context of the predicament of refugees en route (Khosravi 2007, 2010; Feldman 2011;
Andersson 2014b), asylum seekers (Cabot 2012; Griffiths 2014; Kelly 2015) and migration
at large (Cwerner 2010; Griffiths, Rogers, and Anderson 2013).
Meanwhile, the question of time has largely been bypassed in the study of DNA analysis
for family reunification, which has mainly been approached from the perspective of legal
studies, highlighting discussions of the ‘biological’ versus ‘social’ definitions of families
(Taitz, Weekers, and Mosca 2002; Murdock 2008; UNHCR 2008; Esbenshade 2010; Vil-
liers 2010). This binary has also been framed as the geneticisation of the family (Heine-
mann and Lemke 2013, 2015). Another question has concerned the ethical implications
of compulsory testing (Villiers 2010; Weiss 2011; Dove 2013; Holland 2014). Recently,
DNA analysis for family reunification has also been scrutinised as a specific form of bio-
logical citizenship (Heinemann and Lemke 2014; Helén 2014). Despite technical simi-
larities, the role of DNA analysis varies considerably between countries, which has been
examined in comparative studies (La Spina 2012; Heinemann, Naue and Tapaninen
2013; Heinemann et al. 2015).
While this corpus of research has offered new perspectives on how biopolitics is
embedded in migration policies, the analysis has tended to be fixed at a general level. It
is as if the static basis of DNA analysis were replicated in the argumentation. We aim
to go further – or, rather, closer – to the actual practices of creating and reading the frag-
ments of proof, instead of deciphering DNA testing in the abstract. We thus ask: what
could DNA profiling do in the verification of family ties? And further, what role does
time play in the outcome of such profiling?






























These questions emerge from the realisation that in Finnish migration proceedings
DNA evidence is neither a necessary nor a sufficient piece of evidence in itself (Helén
and Tapaninen 2013; Tapaninen and Helén 2015; Halme-Tuomisaari, Tapaninen, and
Aunela n.d.). The Aliens Act does not explicate the role of DNA analysis in decision-
making. Pursuant to Section 65,
The Finnish Immigration Service may provide an applicant or sponsor with an opportunity
to prove their biological kinship with DNA analysis paid from State funds if no other ade-
quate evidence of family ties based on biological kinship is available and if it is possible to
obtain material evidence of the family ties through DNA analysis.
To shed light on this uncertainty, Because of this uncertainty, we look at the potentials and
limits of DNA evidence.
In our analysis, we build on Latour’s (1986) work on inscriptions, particularly the
manner that they function as ‘immutable mobiles’. By this he refers to the making of
objects that are not only mobile but also immutable, readable and combinable. In inscrip-
tions, for example in maps, the objects studied are simplified and made flat. DNA analysis
is an allegedly objective inscription mobilising and summarising the complex phenom-
enon of family ties. However, we also discuss how objectivity and precision come to be
challenged, and how suspicion thus becomes embodied in detail and the unexpected.
Methodology
An approach investing its focus on temporality gains its importance from the realisation
that the standards of DNA analysis strip the make-up of families from anything related to
time – a significant abstraction considering that the passing of time is of paramount
importance for people on the move. This tension has led us to look at the ways the two
dimensions come together: the immutable mobile of DNA analysis and the vicissitudes
of time in migration. We place the utterly abstract results of DNA profiling in context
by paying close attention to the contingent unfolding of time. Our data make possible a
nuanced picture wherein the significance of DNA testing is mobile. We have examined
the dynamics and tensions of family reunification on the basis of decisions made
between 2003 and 2014 by the Administrative Court of Helsinki containing the word
DNA, totalling 253 cases. In this article, we focus on the 41 cases sponsored by minors.
We have built our sample around the keyword DNA not because we want to understand
the reasons for and consequences of DNA testing for family reunification, but rather in
order to examine the interplay of different forms of evidence. We believe that approaching
immigration management through DNA testing can shed light on the dynamics of doubt
and proof in general.
These court decisions offer glimpses of the stakes and tensions involved, which we con-
textualise further via our interviews with experts and the people concerned. Even though
the interests of our interlocutors differ greatly, they all focussed on the question of credi-
bility. Many officials emphasise the complicated maze of kinship ties in the applications.
They also tend to stress, defensively, the legal framework directing their decisions. The
attorneys and the people working in NGOs highlight the inexplicable bureaucratic
obstacles and the hardship and despair of their clients. The people concerned can be
utterly perplexed about the reasons for rejections. When we interviewed five Finnish






























Somalians whose applications for family reunification had been rejected, they expressed
their frustration in unison by pointing out that the Finnish Immigration Service should
plainly state in its web pages: ‘You will not get your family to Finland’. The cases we
have examined largely confirm this: it is hard, often impossible, to convince the authorities
of the merits of the cases.
We attempt to gain further clarity by looking at the multiple contradictions at play in the
quest for truth. First, there is an evident tension between the most precise pieces of evidence
created, exemplified by DNA analysis, and the ambiguity of interpretations. This was
spelled out in a press release by the Finnish Immigration Service in 2008: ‘A purely biologi-
cal relationship is not, however, sufficient for a positive decision without a background of a
genuine, permanent family life’ (Finnish Immigration Service 2008, emphasis added). Thus,
the temporal dimension is inserted into the verification of stable family ties, and interviews
are therefore the primary method of investigation. We argue that DNA profiling provides
the model for the making of objective facts by other means, too, particularly through oral
hearings. In the process, the ‘facts’ produced via the technologies of doubting (see Good,
Berti, and Tarabout 2015) function as immutable mobiles (Latour 1986).
Second, the ambiguity of interpretation also has a temporal aspect. The analysis of
genetic relatedness is detached from time altogether, but families are not reunified in or
through laboratories. The multiple temporalities play a decisive role, which we analyse
by examining the interplay and paradoxes between the bureaucratic time of control and
the time of migration (Andersson 2014b). The duration of the process is structured by
the legal framework and the meticulousness of investigations. For the migrants, time
entails duration in the form of ‘stuckedness’ (Hage 2009; Cabot 2012, 2014) or ‘stasis’
(Griffiths, Rogers, and Anderson 2013). Time also weighs in heavily in the oral hearings
that aim at substantiating the immutability and permanence of family life through narra-
tive minutiae despite the long separations.
We begin our article by deciphering the emergence and persistence of the problem of
‘anchor children’ in Finland. Next, we discuss, following Latour’s (1986) idea of immutable
mobiles, the making of evidence. This is followed by a description of our data, of the
chaotic circumstances in which the quest for objective truth is carried out. Finally, we fore-
ground the unfolding of tensions by analysing the contrasting yet closely related pro-
gression of bureaucratic time and migratory time.
‘Anchor children’ and the Finnish immigration policies
‘Once upon a time there was a little anchor child’, headlined a politician of the populist
Finns’ Party in a triumphant blog post in 2009. The text was triggered by a decision of
the Supreme Administrative Court (KHO:2008, 86) that upheld a rejection by the
Finnish Immigration Service of an application for family reunification sponsored by a
small Somali child, identified as A. He had been sent to Finland at the age of two in
2004, was living with his uncle’s family and had received a residence permit on compas-
sionate grounds in 2005. The following year he – or, rather, his guardian – had applied for
family reunification to be united with his parents and two younger siblings. This decision
was a precedent for similar cases: applications sponsored by children who had come to
Finland as unaccompanied minors. They were and are still known by the pejorative
term ‘anchor child’.






























The decision by the Supreme Administrative Court encapsulated the momentous
debate over the children’s right to family and the perceived threats of family reunification,
juxtaposing abuse of the system with the abuse of children.
This decision gave further impetus to the restrictive turn in legislation and adminis-
tration. By the time of the rejection, the term ‘anchor child’ had already become an estab-
lished part of migration vocabulary in Finland1 (see Horsti and Pellander 2015) –
especially within the potent anti-immigration rhetoric – and a ‘phenomenon’ notoriously
framed through the problematic of ubiquitous fraud. It had already been concluded in
2004 in the Administrative Committee of the Finnish Parliament (HaVM 4/2004) that
a child should not be used as ‘an instrument of immigration’. It was believed that prevent-
ing this would be ‘in the best interest of the child’ although the parents ‘may try and safe-
guard the child’s life’. This stand justified the aforementioned decision, and, as we will
show, subsequent decisions as well. In A’s case, the Court details that his father had ‘forth-
rightly said that the purpose [of sending the child] was that he could file an application to
help his family’.
The debate did lead to legislative changes that materialised in the amendments to the
Aliens Act in 2010 (539/2010) that focused on family reunification of minors in particular.
The provisions on medical age assessment were incorporated in Article 6b. The conse-
quences of age analysis can have serious circumstances, because pursuant to the
amended Section 6(3) of the Aliens Act, the child also has to be underage at the time
the decision is made and not only when the application is filed. Furthermore, Article 37
specified the criteria applied in the case of ‘de facto guardians’, that is, foster parents,
which had triggered another momentous debate in Finland during the same years.2 Claim-
ing family reunification on the basis of fosterage is largely perceived to be fraudulent. Of
special relevance for the cases we examined is Section 36 (3) that stipulates the sanctions
for fraudulent claims. It reads:
A residence permit by reason of family ties may be refused if there are reasonable grounds for
suspecting that the sponsor has received a residence permit by circumventing the provisions
on entry or residence by providing false information on his or her identity or family relations.
How can false information on family ties be uncovered? What makes grounds for suspi-
cion reasonable? We will answer these questions throughout the article.
The question of anchor children has been framed via the rhetoric of the war on the traf-
ficking of vulnerable children. In fact, the Finnish Immigration Service (Maahanmuutto-
virasto 2013, 5) has explicitly stated that ‘family reunification is not necessarily in the best
interest of the child’, and therefore it is easier for a parent to sponsor the application than
for the child. The memorandum also directly linked the problem of unaccompanied
minors to the above-mentioned circumvention of the provisions.
Statistics provide evidence of the consequences of this line of reasoning. The duration of
the process is exceptionally long in the case of guardians of children who are under inter-
national protection; in 2016, it took 325 days on average (Maahanmuuttovirasto 2017).
While the success rate of family reunification applications sponsored by minors was esti-
mated to have been 80–85% around the turn of the decade (EMN 2011, 64–5), the current
numbers indicate the consequences of the new restrictive turn. In 2013, of the 157 guar-
dians in cases involving minors, only one was granted a residence permit (Maahanmuut-
tovirasto 2014). In the following years, around one quarter of guardians did succeed, but






























the number of applications had dropped dramatically.3 Furthermore, our data show that
the Administrative Court seldom revokes the rejections: of the 41 cases, only six were
returned to the Finnish Immigration Service.
The making of immutable mobiles
The current restrictive turn has also changed the role of DNA analysis. Importantly, the
introduction of DNA testing in Finland in the 1990s was justified by the problem of unac-
companied minors who were separated from their families (Helén and Tapaninen 2013;
Tapaninen and Helén 2015). The availability of DNA testing was considered to be in
the best interest of the child. In our analysis, we ask how the question is tackled now,
two decades after the instigation of DNA testing. It is obvious that a fundamental and
strangely coherent change has taken place.
To contextualise this query, a brief look at DNA evidence for family reunification is
useful. In short, in the absence of documents such as birth and marriage certificates
that are accepted by the authorities, applicants, particularly those with a refugee back-
ground, have to prove their family ties via interviews and, most likely, DNA analysis. In
at least 24 countries of the Global North, DNA testing has become an established
method in the managing of family reunification (see EMN 2009; Heinemann et al.
2015; EMN 2016). Yet, despite the widespread use of DNA analysis for family reunifica-
tion, legislative frameworks and practices vary considerably between countries (see Taitz,
Weekers, and Mosca 2002; Murdock 2008; EMN 2009; Villiers 2010; La Spina 2012; Dove
2013; Holland 2014). DNA testing has spread from country to country between somewhat
nebulous areas, where the actual purposes and weight of DNA testing is elusive and subject
to fluctuations in response to changing immigration policies. It is one response to the ubi-
quitous suspicion which frames the debate on family reunification at large. The uncover-
ing of fraudulent claims has also prompted the production of numerous studies by the
European Migration Network (e.g. EMN 2011, 2012). Throughout Europe, policies are
driven by the dynamics of ubiquitous doubt and reliable proof, calling for the use of
increasingly efficient biogenetic and biometric tools. It is evident that ‘doubt is at once
a property and product of the system’ (Whyte 2015, 141). Among the methods, ranging
from fingerprinting to medical age assessment and language analysis, DNA analysis for
family reunification stands out because of its perceived accuracy.
Since the provisions for DNA testing were incorporated into the Finnish Aliens Act in
2000, it has largely become routine: the legislation has remained unaltered, the division of
labour between the authorities is well established, and the practice of testing has mostly
been uncontested (Helén and Tapaninen 2013; Tapaninen and Helén 2015). Compared
to many other countries, the system of parental testing in Finland is legalistic and centra-
lised (Heinemann, Naue and Tapaninen 2013; see also Taitz, Weekers, and Mosca 2002;
EMN 2009; La Spina 2012; Heinemann et al. 2015). Of particular relevance is the fact that
DNA testing is offered to the people concerned by the Finnish Immigration Service at the
expense of the state. In fact, the applicants and sponsors cannot even organise or demand
testing themselves, which partly explains the numerous appeals to the Court wherein DNA
is mentioned.
Yet, despite its seeming ability to offer uncontested ‘facts’ about relatedness and family
ties, the role played by DNA evidence in family reunification cases is uncertain, as the






























debate on anchor children illustrates. Evidence as a whole is a collection of inscriptions.
The decisions of the Administrative Court are based on the decisions of the Finnish Immi-
gration Service and on the folders of documents submitted with the applications and
appeals that can contain a plethora of various kinds of material evidence: letters, family
photos, the statements of doctors, teachers and social workers, receipts of money transfers
and flight tickets and, above all, the minutiae of interviews. The inscriptions are built on
the layered creation of evidence over a long period of time, with numerous authors, sub-
jects, contexts, languages and registers.
Following Latour (1986), we saw that the inscriptions are akin to ‘immutable mobiles’;
like documents, they are fixed, and like maps and graphs, they are mobile as they can travel
between different authorities, span space and time and be combined with other inscrip-
tions and other forms of information. DNA evidence is but one element in the intricate
logic of decision-making where incommensurate ‘facts’ are brought together and ‘averaged
out’ or ‘made flat’ (Latour 1986), thereby making those crossing the borders legible (see
Scott 1999). This is obvious in the case of DNA evidence; the reports have the appearance
of immutable mobiles par excellence: they can be visualised, formulated and flattened via
numbers, and they refer to the unchangeable genetic make-up of the people giving the
samples. These ‘facts produced out of human tissue’ (M’charek 2000, 137) are converted
into numbers, which allegedly provide objective and accurate proof. The body can thus be
made ‘readable’ by translating it into digital code and information (van der Ploeg 1999).
Migrants are among those suspected or feared for being ‘unidentified, unidentifiable or
‘identity-less’ … , whose minds cannot be trusted but whose bodies do not lie’(Aas
2006, 156).
M’charek (2000) elegantly shows that in the context of criminal investigations in the
Netherlands not even DNA profiles are absolute or actually immutable but, together
with the matching likelihood numbers, are open to contestation and reinterpretation.
Nevertheless, they do offer the illusion of precision. Even though other forms of evidence,
such as the minutiae of narratives, are not as precise, they can be read in a similar vein.
Selected traces of standardised interviews are summarised and thereby also radically
transformed when they move from the hearings at embassies or police stations to the
Finnish Immigration Service. We argue that the availability of the allegedly objective
proof of DNA testing becomes the standard of ‘truth’ to the extent that all other
created evidence, for example, the details of interviews, aims at uncovering inconsistencies
and, by the same token, fraud. Suspicion takes form in ‘detailed and unexpected questions’
(Maahanmuuttovirasto 2013, 9) in successive interviews. The interviews, too, seek immu-
table, precise facts.
Yet the interviews are not recorded and the methods of interviewing, especially in the
case of children, are questionable. The ‘facts’ are produced through multiple translations,
literally and figuratively, that are also unavoidably open to interpretation (Kelly 2012;
Carver 2014; Gibb and Good 2014). In this assemblage, the authorship of the interviewees
is limited. The legal representatives often request an oral hearing in front of the Court but
just as routinely, without exception, the request is declined. One lawyer explained that she
insists on this possibility because meeting the child face to face could lead to a more
humane approach, giving the child the only chance to explain the discrepancies in her
or his favour. Instead, the decisions are based solely on detailed yet incommensurate
inscriptions. Below we argue that these leave out a crucial element of mobility: time.






























Fragments of legal storytelling
Most of the 41 children of our sample had first arrived in Finland as unaccompanied
asylum seekers and had been granted international protection. In other words, they
could be labelled ‘anchor children’ in the anti-immigration rhetoric.
One of our key findings is that the reported backgrounds of the families are strikingly
alike. The children were mostly teenagers, but six of them were under ten years old upon
arrival. One of the families was originally from Iraq, but the rest were Somali nationals,
typically from the war-ridden capital, Mogadishu. The families were large, with an
average of seven family members in each application. Half of the cases also included
foster siblings, thus fitting into another momentous debate around the turn of the
decade on ‘the phenomenon of foster children’. The ‘profile’ of applicants is thus consist-
ent with the most mistrusted forms of family migration.
The similarities of the cases do not derive solely from the backgrounds of the appli-
cants, however. Rather, they stem from the established forms of investigation, more pre-
cisely from the questions posed and the details focussed on or fabricated. The decisions
certainly also reflect the logic applied by the authorities in ‘legal storytelling’ (Kruse
2016). Not only are the arguments of the decisions strikingly similar, but the appeals
also focus on similar issues from one case to another. In fact, the cases sponsored by chil-
dren stand out from the rest because of the evident reduction of the arguments and evi-
dence. This, in turn, clearly reflects the perceived problematic of applications sponsored
by children.
Beyond the technicalities, the scattered pieces of evidence are put into legal format by
grounding the arguments in the provisions of relevant legislation. Because of the extended
times of processing, however, the relevant legislation has in many cases been amended
during the procedure. Of particular significance are the aforementioned amendments of
2010 (549/2010) that clearly demonstrate the consequences of increased suspicion. The
arguments related to the child’s best interest, that is, the ones that could and should
loom large in these cases, are largely glossed over or at best only given a marginal role.
‘Time is on our side’: the temporalities of imagined immutability
A geneticist pointed out in an interview that he and his colleagues ‘do not want to know
what has happened before the sample arrives in the lab or what happens thereafter’. Con-
versely, the ‘before’ is of paramount importance in the decisions. Our material illustrates
the unfolding of two conflicting, but closely interwoven temporalities: the bureaucratic
time of control and the migrant time of waiting (Andersson 2014b; see also Khosravi
2007, 2010; Feldman 2011; Cabot 2012; Andersson 2014a).
The predicament of bureaucratic time is evidenced by the considerable backlog of
applications filed by Somalis that was ‘cleared’ in 2014. Many of the applications of our
sample were submitted during the years of congestion, extended processing times and leg-
islative restrictions. The imagined immutability of proof does not take the passage of time
and inevitable transformations into account, but rather negates them.
In the case of DNA analysis, the samples are swiftly sent from the embassies to the lab-
oratory via diplomatic mail, and the reports are forwarded to the Finnish Immigration
Service without delay. For the people waiting for the process and decisions, in contrast,






























there is no express track. Instead, bureaucratic time prolongs periods of separation, and
often efficiently obstructs the coming together of kin.
In the opening vignette of our article, the police officer summed up the situation from
the point of view of the bureaucrats: ‘Time is on our side.’ She was referring to the fact that
because of the prolonged duration of the process, the interviewees’ tactics are curtailed;
people can forget what has been said: the questions asked and the answers given.
However, this remark can be read in a more extended sense, too. The applicants’ attorneys
often stressed that proceedings had clearly exceeded nine months, the set maximum time
for family reunification proceedings. Numerous cases had been pending for two to three
years. Hence, the decisions violated the principles of Article 10 of the Convention of the
Rights of the Child which states that the applications for family reunification ‘shall be dealt
by State Parties in a positive, humane and expeditious manner’. Similarly, pursuant to
Section 6(3) of the Finnish Aliens Act, ‘[m]atters concerning minors shall be processed
with urgency’. No justification has been given in the files for the extended time. Quite
the contrary: it is sometimes bluntly stated that exceeding the time limits does not
justify a favourable outcome.
Time is certainly a particularly critical factor for teenagers. On the basis of medical age
assessment (in Finland) or appearance (abroad), a youth can be said to have aged out,
thereby losing the right to family reunification.4 Interestingly, in some cases the Court
also expands the relevant age phase by arguing that the sponsor is approaching the age
of 18 years, has started her studies or is approaching marital age and no longer needs a
guardian. Family reunification is no longer in the best interest of the child. On the con-
trary, it is believed to hinder her integration (Kuusisto-Arponen 2016).
The conditional time of migration
Let us return to A’s case. At the time of the ruling, five years had passed since his arrival in
Finland. The decision details particulars of his father B’s past before his son was born. G,
one of B’s brothers, already lived in Finland and had repeatedly filed applications for family
reunification for his siblings. When B was en route to Ethiopia with his siblings for the
interview at the Finnish Embassy, the bus exploded, killing two of his brothers. G had
sent money to his family members who subsequently lived illegally in Ethiopia for years.
When G could no longer afford to provide for them, the kindred had decided to send A
to his uncle G in Finland. The court decision relates that A talked to his mother on the
phone ‘once a month for at least five minutes’ but no longer spoke Somali so the brief dia-
logue had to be translated by his uncle. These details bring into relief many complications
in family reunification. The trajectories of mobility are permeated with varied uncertainties,
dangers and ruptures, in the midst of which people can lose contact, disappear or die. In
these circumstances, family ties cannot remain immutable or easily decipherable.
However, coping depends on the persistent mobilisation of kinship ties.
In contrast to measurable and abstract bureaucratic time, or the ‘time of control’,
another temporality or ‘migrant time’ unfolds with unforeseen consequences (Andersson
2014b). The latter starts with the departure of the future sponsor and extends beyond the
decisions.5 Well before the filing of the application for family reunification, the children
have to face the perils of ‘illegal’ travelling which is, according to our interlocutors,
usually organised by traffickers. Next, he or she must wait for the processing of the






























asylum application. Unaccompanied minors have usually been granted some form of
international protection, but only after a range of investigations that include, for
example, the tracing of guardians, medical age assessment and language analysis.
The appeals are testimony to the perils. In half of the cases sponsored by minors, at least
one family member had died or been killed before or during the process, and in three cases
at least one family member had disappeared. The people assisting the sponsors in NGOs
and law firms often refer to the dire circumstances. A social worker had witnessed a case
where a father had submitted an application to reunite with his nine children who were left
behind in Africa. When the decision finally arrived, only two of them were still alive. She
pointed out that this was not a singular case:
Such instances happen all the time, people just die along the way. The wait is not like sitting
idly on a couch. A lot of people die on the way: of hunger, war, for all kinds of reasons.
Family reunification can be hindered at many stages before actual decision-making. Not
only is the submitting of applications demanding but the tracking of guardians can also
become an insurmountable obstacle. The figure of children as anchors for large families
is a convenient image but clearly erroneous. It has been estimated that about a half of
the unaccompanied minors did not get a single family member to Finland in the first
decade of this century, that is, before the restrictive amendments of the Aliens Act
came into force in 2010 (Pakolaisneuvonta 2011). Since then, the prospects have
dimmed further (see Kuusisto-Arponen 2016). An experienced solicitor exclaimed that
in many cases the kin cannot even be traced:
This mentality behind the notion of ‘anchor children’ is senseless and utterly cruel – at this
very moment we are receiving children from horrendous conditions, for example from the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Angola or Somalia – these children have nobody any-
where, at least no kin alive.
The making of facts
An immigration lawyer encapsulated the current tendencies in the use of DNA testing as
follows: ‘DNA was at the centre when it was first applied; it was the definitive factor and it
was easy and comfortable for all because it was so clear’. Nowadays, she continued, a nega-
tive decision can be based on other reasons, ‘on grounds that can be made-up’. The ‘truth’
built on minutiae is far removed from the complications in family life of people on the
move. In contrast to the image of bounded families, continuation is built on the inevitable
‘thickening and thinning’ of relatedness (Carsten 2013), especially in times of prolonged
crisis. The documents, narratives of experts and Court decisions bring to the fore the
quest for truth via the making of facts that are allegedly objective enough to provide evi-
dence of the aforementioned ‘genuine and permanent family life’.
For this purpose, all family members, including children, are heard separately in
interviews that take several hours. The sponsor has already been asked about his or
her family ties upon entering Finland, and the subsequent interviews take place after
lengthy intervals, when circumstances may have changed considerably and recollec-
tions faded. Time is definitely not on their side. The details that make a difference
are systematically created, which is, according to an official, challenging in the
‘Somali context’ where:






























The children often cannot attend school regularly, the parents may not have jobs, and the
quotidian life of the family can be scattered, in a way. It is very difficult to find markers
with which we could piece together an image of family life. And they may all be illiterate
with a tenuous conception of time. [compared to ours]
She tellingly referred to ‘markers’, thereby extending the vocabulary and logic of DNA
analysis to the evidence created in the narrative form. Further, she acknowledged that the
details can be far-fetched in terms of actual family life. She also implied that capturing the
basic indicators is difficult: ‘Well, we are sometimes really in trouble, and expertise is called
for evaluating what kind of questions to ask and how to formulate them’. The particula-
rities of family life are not mobile in the sense of translatability; it is difficult to find
‘markers’ that would make sense both to the interviewees and to the decision-makers.
The Court’s decisions display how the legal narrative is fabricated through details that
only marginally relate to family life in the sense of commitment or care. For the family to
count as a family, legally speaking, there must be little contradiction in recounting the
details. The minutiae created through precise questions are indeed good markers, concrete
enough to trigger inconsistencies between the interviewees, and, by the same token, to
provide evidence of alleged fraud. In this sense, the interview evidence runs parallel to
the logic of DNA analysis which works as a ‘biological lie detector’ (see Weiss 2011;
Hall and Naue 2015). The questions asked dwell on details such as schooling, livelihood,
abodes, sleeping arrangements, electricity, water, and the division of labour within the
household – all facts that are mutable, especially during prolonged crisis and forced mobi-
lity. The questions related to dwellings are, despite and because of their materiality, pro-
blematic: families often have to sell their houses to finance the sponsor’s emigration, and
the rest of the family also has to move on, for example, to be near a Finnish Embassy for
the application, interviews and DNA testing. The children, especially, may be confused
when asked about the continually changing abodes. A Finnish Somalian man explained
the contradictions in the interviews of his children by saying that the family ‘had
moved house four times, fleeing and fleeing’.
It is particularly striking that the reasons for the sponsor’s departure from the home-
land are re-examined to determine whether it had indeed been involuntary. Hence, the
questions asked also concern traumatic events like homicides and disappearances. If it
is argued that the threat has not been convincingly proved, it is concluded that the spon-
sor’s kin have tried to circumvent the provisions on entry. In other words, the sponsor was
sent off as an anchor child in the hope of eventual family reunification. An oft-repeated
phrase in rejections states that the parents had sent the child off ‘although they must
have known that continuing family life in Finland was uncertain’. Therefore, with this
move, the family tie had ceased to exist. Alternately, it is concluded that there had not
been sufficiently stable family life in the first place.
The Finnish Immigration Service seems to prefer questions that can be answered as
precisely as possible. Despite the complications mentioned in the quote above, the inter-
views often focus on details that can be formulated in terms of numbers, such as dates or
the number of trees, notwithstanding illiteracy and extreme youth. In one appeal, it was
specified that one of the interviewees ‘was only ten years old at the time of the hearing,
and it was written down in the minutes that he did not understand the difference
between a week, a month and a year’ (08329/11/3101). Giving exact answers to the ques-
tions despite uncertainty is, according to a lawyer, quite common. Therefore, she and her






























colleagues emphasise to their clients, ‘If you are not sure about something, say it’. The
appeals often argue that the inaccuracies were irrelevant. In one appeal (03299/13/
1301), one such inconsistency was raised concerning the availability of electricity. The
child sponsoring the application had said that the electricity went off in the evenings,
but in reality, ‘his mother may merely have turned off the lights’. While the quest for
precise ‘truth’ motivates the hearings, there is no documentation on the actual situation,
let alone on the complications like fear, trauma, misunderstanding, translation errors or
attrition. According to a Somali woman whose child had ‘failed’ the interview, the ques-
tions ‘come with a twist’.
The proof is, at least implicitly, also believed to be mobile in the sense of legibility and
translatability, despite the pronounced social and cultural differences spanned. The facts
created should ideally prove that family life, notwithstanding perceived strangeness, had
been close enough to the idea of an acceptable family. The narrative has to resonate
with the perceived cultural frameworks of the decision-makers (Carver 2014, 275). Identi-
fication is the basis both for rejections and for belief (Fassin 2005; Fassin and D’halluin
2005; Kelly 2012). However, in the decisions over people with a refugee background, in
comparison with the marriage migration of others (see Pellander 2014), the emphasis is
on minor material details. It is often concluded, on the basis of minor inconsistencies,
that the applicants have not led a stable family life together. This, in turn, leads to a
robust conclusion: ‘[A]nd therefore they are not family members in the sense laid down
in Section 37 of the Aliens Act’– as if the criteria for true family ties were clearly
defined in the legislation.
What is the role of the DNA analysis in this maze of evidence? It may paradoxically be
more comprehensible than the intricate and suspect details of family life. The solicitors
and the representatives of NGOs we interviewed were convinced that DNA testing is
the applicants’ right rather than an obstacle. According to one lawyer, with DNA analysis
‘one can fend off the minor issues of credibility’. Neither do the people concerned see it as
a major problem, quite the contrary. In one interview, a Finnish Somalian man thrice
repeated a simple question: ‘Why is DNA not enough?’ Our material provides evidence
that DNA testing is seen as a first and most obvious t solution by the applicants and
their solicitors. This is evident in the Court decisions as a whole: the most typical
reason for being included in our sample was that DNA testing had been appealed for.
The conundrum is further highlighted by the fact that in one fifth of the 253 cases
DNA analysis had already verified the claimed family ties but the application was rejected
because the existence of true family ties was still in doubt (see Halme-Tuomisaari, Tapa-
ninen, and Aunela n.d.). Of the 41 cases analysed in this article, 8 had been rejected despite
proven biological ties.
Conclusions
The term ‘anchor child’ singles out the applications sponsored by minors as a suspect form
of immigration, thereby emphasising that the investigations must dig up the truth effi-
ciently, though in the name of the best interest of the child. For this purpose, DNA analysis
offers a convenient, widely accepted tool. We have shown, however, that genetic kinship
verified through DNA testing is not the answer, at least for the applicants themselves. The
vague idea of ‘genuine families’ complicates the verification of relatedness. Nevertheless,






























we have argued that DNA analysis, the immutable mobile par excellence, in the form of
genetic markers, provides a model for objective and accurate proof in general. Therefore,
we believe that the ‘markers’ of family life referred to by the official above did not derive
from a mere terminological coincidence; biotechnological information and detailed narra-
tive evidence are continuously apposed. Consequently, in practice, acceptable families are
defined through the meticulous investigations.
The investigations driven by the quest for truth strive to seek proof that is, as Latour
(1986) put it, immutable, combinable and mobile. Yet the proof is built on fragmented,
snapshot-like inscriptions that are far removed from time and its contingencies. The ima-
gined immutability stands in stark contrast to the unpredictable trajectories of people on
the move. By juxtaposing the technologies of doubting with the temporalities of migration,
our analysis sheds light on the fundamental contrast between the immutable and the con-
tingent. Temporalities take many forms. First, the duration of the process not only sus-
pends but also obstructs family reunification, especially for children who can age out
before the decision. It is commonly argued that family ties have been cut with the
passing of time. Yet this is partly due to the slow unfolding of bureaucratic time.
Second, in oral hearings time figures in two ways. Specific points of time are a recurrent
theme in questions. Further, the persistent questions aiming at precision are difficult to
answer coherently after long separations and if the interviewees are not familiar with
chronological time. The pursuit of objectivity pinpoints minutiae, typically material
details even though these may have been forgotten, altered or irrelevant. Family life and
households are never immutable but set in the complicated dynamics of kinship and con-
stant change. For people with a refugee background, providing credible evidence is diffi-
cult because of the circumstances under which they fled. Whatever is measurable and
disprovable seems to count the most. The Court often concludes that DNA testing
would not yield significant results because the other criteria are not met. Simultaneously,
the best interest of the child is not considered with similar thoroughness to the alleged use
of children as ‘instruments of immigration’.
A third form of temporality inheres in the way the very term family reunification
denotes a nexus between the lived past and the future of aspiration. The trope
‘anchor child’ encapsulates the suspicion of people’s intentions and tactics. Paradoxi-
cally, the reasons that justified the need for protection are often re-examined in the
context of family reunification, and are often read as an attempt to circumvent the pro-
vision of entry.
Fourth, time infuses the changes in policing that are both reflected in, and established
by, the Court decisions. There has been a surprisingly consistent development of policies
concerning the problem of ‘anchor children’ over more than a decade. The Court decisions
we examined clearly echo and substantiate the arguments of the Administrative Commit-
tee in 2004. However, the principles applied in the processes have undergone constant leg-
islative and administrative changes that have made family reunification increasingly
difficult, especially for people with a refugee background and for underage sponsors.
Lately this tendency has intensified. When the European ‘refugee crisis’ of 2015 reached
Finland, bringing a record number of unaccompanied minors seeking asylum, the govern-
ment swiftly launched a project to tighten the criteria of family reunification. The recent
amendments of the Aliens Act that came into force on July 2016 are beyond the scope of
this article, but we are convinced that they are part of this continuum. In short, the






























amended Aliens Act states that the sponsors should have (a considerable) ‘stable income’
unless the application is filed within three months of the sponsor receiving the residence
permit.6 Hence, the passing of time has become more critical than before. Few can get even
one guardian to Finland. To succeed, people must have exceptional economic and social
resources, which brings the Finnish system close the German one, albeit with a crucial
difference: in Germany DNA analysis functions as a trump card in the search for credi-
bility (Heinemann and Lemke 2015) while in Finland DNA evidence is trumped by a
range of other factors. On the whole, the best interest of the child has retreated further
as a principle guiding policing.
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Notes
1. The term ‘anchor child’ was first introduced by a politician in 2006, and was soon captured as
a keyword by the media (Horsti and Pellander 2015). It must be emphasized, however, that it
is not used by the migration administration (but see EMN 2009, 2011). In this article, we refer
to it to highlight how a single moralising term encapsulates suspicion. Therefore, we will
hereafter omit the quotation marks.
2. In Finland’s report on irregular migration (EMN 2011) both anchor children and foster chil-
dren are singled out as specific problems.
3. This drop testifies to the consequences of the new demands on administrative efficiency. Fol-
lowing the coming into force of the Act on the Promotion of Immigrant Integration (1386/
2010), even the filing of applications takes more time and is more expensive and even
impossible for many.
4. However, in 2015 the Supreme Administrative Court reinterpreted one case concerning
ageing out during the prolonged process and revoked it (KHO: 2015:26), which, as a pre-
cedent case, should have consequences for subsequent decisions.
5. The time line of the process can be exemplified by a case of a Somalian girl (03299/3101). She
escaped from Somalia in 2009, at the age of thirteen. Her guardians, mother and stepfather,
soon had to flee from their home, too. In May 2010, she was granted the status of secondary
protection, and in September she filed an application for family reunification to be reunited
with her parents. It took another year before she was interviewed by the police, and her
parents were not interviewed in the Finnish Embassy of Addis Ababa until May 2012.
DNA analysis had verified the tie between the mother and the daughter. The Finnish Immi-
gration Service rejected the applications in December 2012 but the decision was communi-
cated only after four months. The Court rejected the appeal in April 2014. The process as a
whole had taken five years, and meanwhile she had turned eighteen. The duration of this
process was long but not exceptional.






























6. The only exception is made in the above-mentioned Section 52. that is, when children apply
for family reunification with their sibling who is an unaccompanied minor with a residence
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